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state religion of the Han Empire was the result of co-
operation between the Confucian scholars and the magi-
cians, the alchemists and the occultists. And many of the
Confucian scholars 'were devout believers in most of these
occult things', says Hu Shih.
II
The era may be divided into that of the Western Han
(206 b.c.-a.d. 25), and that of the Eastern Han (a.d. 25-
220). The former in its turn may be subdivided into a
century of centralization and expansion, and a century of
decay: the latter into a half-century of literary splendour,
and a century and a half of decay.
This early part of China's middle ages is of such impor-
tance that her northern peoples still call themselves Sons
of Han. They regard it as the era of their greatest achieve-
ment, when they made progress in many fields—organ-
izing and extending their empire, exploring neighbouring
lands, entering into friendly relations with some, and
conquering others. China now prepared herself for the
great role of civilizing Eastern Asia, and to this end she
not only organized her own religious and philosophical
life, and gathered up the records of past achievement:
she received also the immense impetus of Indian culture
coining to her in Buddhist guise, and bringing something
of Hellenistic art in its train. But she failed in spite of all
this to attain a unified political life, and the Han Dynasty
fell from the high example of its founders, and wallowed
in superstition.
The Han rulers came at a dark time in China's history,
which Sse-ma-ch'ien, court-astrologer and father of
Chinese history, describes in these words:
*When the House of Han arose, the evils of their predecessors
had not passed away. Husbands still went off to the wars. The old
and the young were employed in transporting food. Production
was almost at a standstill, and money had become scarce. Even die
Son of Heaven had not carriage-horses of the same colour; the

